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BENT WOOD AND METAL FURNITURE: 1850-1946 
August 24 - October I6, I988 

The first exhibition in the United States to concentrate on furniture 
made from bent wood or bent metal will be on view at The Cleveland Museum of 
Art from August 24 through October I6, I988. Bent Wood and Metal Furniture: 
1850-1946 presents chairs, tables, desks, chaise lounges, a folding screen, a 
music rack, and a clock among the 119 works selected for the exhibition. Such 
progressive architects and designers as John Henry Belter, Michael Thonet, 
Josef Hoffmann, Mies van der Rohe, Marcel Breuer, Alvar Aalto, and Charles and 
Ray Eames are represented in this landmark exhibition. 

It traces bent wood furniture from a few early handcrafted examples, like 
the humble Windsor chair made by individual craftsmen in limited quantity, to 
molded plywood chairs machine-produced for mass distribution. There are 
certain inevitable emphases in this history of the recent development of 
furniture made by bending, rather than simply joining, its members. The first 
is on Michael Thonet, the pioneer German designer, who perfected the technique 
of bending wood and created the process that made it possible to produce his 
designs in quantity. The second is on the period after Thonet's patent ran 
out, in 1869, when others could build on his achievements. Among them are the 
avant-garde architects of Vienna at the turn of the century, principally Josef 
Hoffmann, who created bent wood furnishings to complement their architecture, 
all of it suitable for mass production. After the First World War, the 
development of tubular steel and molded plywood allowed designs that became 
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enormously popular. Tubular steel furniture was in tune with the architecture 
and interiors of the International Style. Bent and molded plywood, 
particularly the work of Aalto and the Eameses, with its distinctive curving 
lines and virtual weightlessness, remind us of the relationship between 
aesthetics and technology. 

The exhibition was organized by the American Federation of Arts and 
concludes its extensive national tour in Cleveland. On Saturday, October 1 , 
1988 , the Museum will hold a day-long seminar on bent wood and metal 
furniture, taking as its subject "The Twentieth-Century Avant-Garde," 
featuring among its speakers two scholars who organized the exhibition and 
contributed to its catalogue. 

Bent Wood and Metal Furniture: 1850-1946 is supported by the National 
Endowment for the Arts, the Mabel Pew Myrin Trust, the National Patrons of the 
AFA, Lufthansa German Airlines, and the Foreign Office of the Federal Republic 
of Germany and the Institute for Foreign Cultural Relations, Stuttgart. The 
Cleveland showing is assisted by a grant from the Ohio Arts Council. 
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For additional information, color slides, or photographs, please contact the 
Public Information Office, The Cleveland Museum of Art, III 50 East Boulevard, 
Cleveland, Ohio 44l06; 216/421-7340. 



